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● Simulation pedagogy is an active learning 
strategy in which instructors recreate real-
world scenarios through which students 
experientially achieve learning objectives. 
● This presentation explores the use of this 
strategy to simulate how think tanks work, as 
evidenced in one particular course in the 
Brookings Public Policy Minor program at 
UNLV: “Brookings: Metropolitan Policy.” 
What needs does simulation 
pedagogy address ?
1. Simulations help to meet course objectives 
through active learning. 
2. While simulating the daily interactions of 
public policy think tanks is virtually unstudied 
in the research literature, a variety of unique 
and creative approaches to simulation 
pedagogy have been documented, including
activities where students: 
Ø run for political office in an American politics 
course (Pappas & Peaden, 2004)
Ø form coalition governments (Kaarbo & Lantis, 
1997),
Ø act as the United Nations (McIntosh, 2001) 
3. The approach used in the “Brookings: 
Metropolitan Policy” course offers instructors 
a creative approach to teaching and 
contributes to the literature on best 
practices for instruction in the social 
sciences. 
How does simulation 
pedagogy benefit students?
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Resources & 
Where to Find Them
• To understand foundational concepts in 
public policy, acting out the process of 
policymaking is a particularly effective 
learning strategy. 
• Students of public policy rarely have the 
opportunity to experience these processes 
firsthand, and oftentimes the skills necessary 
to be effective are not explicitly taught in 
coursework.
• A simulation-based approach provides 
students a way to gain critical research skills 
based on the day-to-day interactions within 
think tanks. 
• Students find their own voice as a policy 
scholar and learn the importance of 
producing different types of deliverables to 
communicate with diverse audiences.
• Visiting Brookings scholars contribute by 
taking students through the process of their 






Through a partnership with the Brookings 
Institution in Washington D.C., the University of 
Nevada, Las Vegas offers students a curriculum 
based on the day-to-day environment of think 
tanks in the Brookings Public Policy Minor. 
The interdisciplinary curriculum taught by UNLV 
faculty and visiting Brookings fellows in the 
Brookings Public Policy Minor highlights the 
importance of independent, nonpartisan research 
in shaping public policy in the real world. 
A number of peer-reviewed publications provided 
in the references section discuss the 
effectiveness of using simulation pedagogy in 
other contexts, as well. The sources provided here 
may be of particular interest to instructors 
seeking more information about this type of 
instructional strategy. 
Furthermore, the unique curriculum developed by 
Brookings Mountain West at UNLV and 
researchers at the Brookings Institution may be a 
helpful starting point: 
www.unlv.edu/brookingsmtnwest/minor 
The minor provides students with practical 
applications of economics, political science, 
journalism and public policy, coupled with 
unmatched networking opportunities with 
researchers, practitioners, elected 
representatives and policy experts. This 
multidisciplinary approach may serve as a guide 
for instruction in a number of disciplines. 
Ultimately, instructors may find the mission of the 
Brookings Public Policy Minor helpful in thinking 
about larger course themes related to public 
policy and local, national, and global political 
themes.
“This semester, you have been commissioned as a policy analyst for Southern Nevada to produce a 
comprehensive report on a single metropolitan policy problem. Through the following STEPS, you 
will build your knowledge and expertise to confidently offer the facts on the problem from the 
existing research literature, the national versus local standings of Las Vegas on the problem, the 
current state of play on this problem in Las Vegas, and what evidence-based solution you as the 
policy analyst recommend should be taken up during the next Nevada Legislative session.”
STEP 1:  DEFINING THE POLICY PROBLEM
“Project Proposal”
Students produce a 2-page write-up answering the prompt: “In your view, what 
policy problem affecting the metropolitan region of Las Vegas is most in need of 
a policy solution?”
“Researcher Roundtable”
The class engages in a formal presentation of metropolitan policy topics for the 
semester, setting the agenda on the policy problems most important to Las 
Vegas, and defending why the group should commission the research.
STEP 2: GATHERING THE TECHNICAL EVIDENCE
“Fact Sheet”
Students identify a national data set relevant to their metropolitan policy 
problem, and narrow the scope of data to Las Vegas, Nevada, and/or the 
Southwest Megapolitan Region. Data are presented in audience-centered format 
using graphs, charts, flowcharts and infographics to convey relevant findings.
“Lightning Talk”
Students give an oral presentation of the data they uncover in their fact sheet, 
their methodological decisions in constructing the data presented, and key 
takeaways in a 3 slide, 3-minute format. 
STEP 3: STATE OF PLAY
“Meeting Attendance”
Students attend a local metropolitan governance or community agency meeting 
where decision makers are scheduled to discuss their metropolitan policy topic.
“Opinion Editorial”
After attending a local meeting, students have just 24 hours to write an opinion 
editorial to convey to Las Vegas community members what they should know 
about how representatives are addressing their metropolitan policy topic.
STEP 4: POLICY FORMULATION
“Annotated Bibliography”
Students produce a comprehensive bibliography synthesizing the research, 
local news media, and policy briefs they have compiled in their personal 
research library throughout the course of the semester.
“Policy Report”
Combining the experiential learning of Steps 1 through 4, each student authors a 
comprehensive report written for policymakers to understand the metropolitan 
policy problem, causal factors, the state of play in Las Vegas, and their 
recommended evidence-based solution for consideration in the upcoming 
legislative session.
STEP 5: DECISION MAKING
“Public Forum”
The semester culminates with a class-organized event, where students present their individual policy reports in a 
community forum format. The forum is open to the campus community to attend, and students facilitate Q&A 
from audience members following their individual public forum oral presentations.
